THEATER REVIEW: "Floating Palace"

Play is racy, but it is a winner
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Bayou Playhouse in Lockport has done it again. Glen Pitre and Michelle Benoit’s drama, “Floating Palace,” is based on their screenplay, and it is a hilarious translation characterized by melodrama, a murder-mystery, a tangled five-way love affair, bawdy vaudeville performances and finally ... the poignancy of the end of a love.

Want to go?

What: The theatrical premiere of “Floating Palace,” a production by local filmmakers Glen Pitre and Michelle Benoit. The production, a screenplay recently adapted to the stage, is directed by Perry Martin. The playhouse also will show a series of films by Pitre and Benoit following the Sunday matinées. “Floating Palace” tells the story of a classic con man who uses romantic advances to rebuild his vaudeville troupe when his traveling paddle-wheel showboat breaks down.

When: 7:30 p.m. Fridays and Saturdays and 2:30 p.m. Sundays through June 14.

Where: Bayou Playhouse, 101 Main St., Lockport.

Information: For tickets or information, call 888-99-BAYOU (22968) extension 1 or visit: www.bayouplayhouse.com.

With just a little imagination, the 100-seat theater becomes one of the showboats that roamed the waterways of south Louisiana in the 1800s, complete with a melodrama for the family and later, an x-rated performance for the all-male audiences.

The entire play — the melodramas inside a melodrama — hangs on the character of Brandon T. O’Glorioso, owner-manager of the showboat Floating Palace. Brandon’s problem is that he’s short of cash, has been deserted by all the players except his wife, and the two of them must play every part, including Brandon being both the hero and the villain (at the same time!).

As Brandon, Ryan Reinike of New Orleans, is hardly ever off the stage. He can be a suave master of ceremonies who interacts with the audience without losing character, an underhanded two-timing — make that three-timing — lover who sets himself up to be murdered, a slapstick comedian, a passionate lover and a downcast husband. Brandon yearns to make his showboat the finest show on any boat on any river in America — and more. With both drama and melodrama, Reinkie elevates the role to art. The audience responded with a standing ovation.

Brandon’s wife, Callie Flowerbright, is played by Ani Ashley. Ashley is a local girl but trained in New York, and both her talent and training show in this role. She moves like a dancer, smiles wide as the moon and charms the audience while her character charms the local deputy.

After the showboat crashes into a small-town landing, Callie questions her future both as star of the show, “See the Dance of the Seven Veils!,” and as Brandon’s wife. She tries to convince herself that the stage isn’t everything: “Life has other joys — more subtle — but just as sweet.”

The deputy Callie charms, the slow-speaking, idiot-grinning, down-home boy dazzled by the beautiful actress, is played by New Orleanian Travis Resor. Resor takes to the part like a bird to flying. He’s a natural who takes a stock character and adds a layer of loveableness until the audience is entirely on his side as the deputy hauls the suspected murderess away.

Since Brandon has no money, he has to woo new troupers by playing the sweetheart, and he entices farmer’s daughter Gardenia and piano-teacher Louise. Sara Goodrum is the pig-tailed Gardenia, fresh and innocent but with her own agenda and her own idea of love.

Heather Petit Keller is Louise, the trembling child of an overbearing mother. Both local thespians with verve and experience, Goodrum and Keller flower in their parts, both on the Floating Palace and for the audience.

Louise’s bossy mother is none other than Lois Duet, who garnered statewide attention in her role as another dictatorial mother, the matriarch in “Okra.” She is typecast, of course, but she fits the role perfectly as she forbids her daughter to have anything to do with the stage.

Alces P. Adams rounds out the cast of characters as Too-Too Thibodaux, Callie’s father and the local slick hick. The shotgun-toting, overalls-wearing Too-Too is a cartoon character come to life.

Both the drama and the melodrama come to a head; we watch old loves dissolve and new ones flourish; we discover who the murderess is; and the showboat takes off down the bayou again.

The audience is enthralled by Reinike’s shenanigans both as vaudevillian and villain; they are intrigued by Callie’s eye-batting sexy moves, they laugh hilariously at the double- and triple-crossing going on, and they share in the double points of view.

Don’t bring your children to this one — it is racy, sexy, down-right bawdy. But bring your husband — he’ll love it. And bring anyone who loves to laugh.
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